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JOHN QUINCY ADAMS AND FLORIDA
It has been said that the defiant patriotism of John
Quincy Adams secured to the United States possession
of Florida. It settled, after years of controversy, the
long standing differences between Spain and this
country. The student of history who takes the trouble
to search for details of the many transactions and negotiations that resulted in the Florida provinces coming under the American flag will find that the skillful
diplomacy of Adams resulted in settling for all time
the sovereignty of Spain on the North American Continent.
Early in the history of the United States the leading statesmen of the day were of the opinion that
Florida would have to become a part of the Union.
Many of the projects for the attainment of this purpose came to naught, and others of them were not to
the credit of the administration which proposed them.
As early as 1811 Congress had, in secret session,
authorized the President to seize the Florida provinces
and had appropriated one hundred thousand dollars
for this purpose. East Florida was invaded by an
alleged patriot army, Fernandina seized, and invasion
carried to the walls of St. Augustine. Spain protested
with such vigor that President Madison sacrificed his
confidential agent by disavowing his acts and withdrawing the, support of the army.
In the year 1812 the United States had forcibly
seized that part of West Florida lying west of the Perdido, and extending westward into what is now the
present state of Louisiana. At this time there was on
the present site of Mobile a Spanish fort, and the
Spanish Government had exclusive jurisdiction over
the country. The act of the United States upon this
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occasion was upon the supposition that this territory
was a part of the Louisiana Purchase, but Spain at
all times vigorously contended that by her cession of
New Orleans and Louisiana to France, this territory
was not transferred, and that she had never surrendered possession to France or to any other nation.
In the year 1818, General Andrew Jackson, without specific instructions, invaded the Spanish dominions of Florida, made war upon the Indian inhabitants, seized the forts and public property of Spain
and captured Pensacola, the capital of West Florida.
In addition to his invasion and seizure of the forts,
Jackson had, by court martial, condemned to, death
and caused the execution of two British subjects at
Fort St. Marks. When the news of Jackson’s Florida
adventures reached Washington, there was great excitement among officials and the public. Not only
were the long-standing differences with Spain now
aggravated by the conduct of an American general,
but the public mind was excited over the prospect that
Great Britain would resent the execution of Ambrister and Arbuthnot, even to the extent of going to war.
Monroe was President, John Quincy Adams Secretary
of State, Calhoun Secretary of War and Crawford
Secretary of the Treasury. The administration was
plainly worried, and Adams records in his diary the
many discussions of the cabinet on the Florida situation. On one occasion there was a cabinet meeting
lasting from noon until near five o’clock. The President
and all members of the cabinet except Adams were of
the opinion that Jackson should be disavowed and
suitable reparation made. Calhoun, the Secretary of
War, insisted that Jackson should be censured and,
with Crawford, feared that war would follow and that
our ships and commerce would become the prey of
privateers from all parts of the world sailing under
the Spanish flag.
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It was said that while Jackson had to face the
Indians, the administration was compelled to face
Spain, England, Congress, a hostile press, the people,
and, not least, Jackson himself. In all cabinet meetings and conferences, Jackson’s sole friend and only
defender was Adams, the Secretary of State - the man
upon whom would fall the responsibility of the diplomatic negotiations, should the administration decide
to assume responsibility. There were many days of
argument in the cabinet, but finally the counsel of
Adams prevailed, and he set himself to the task of
meeting the protests and threats of De Onis, the Spanish Minister, and Bagot, the British Minister.
By August, 1818, all negotiations with the United
States were suspended by order of the Ring of Spain
“Until satisfaction should be made by the American
Government” for the proceedings of Jackson, which
were considered “acts of unequivocal hostility against
him, and outrages upon his honor and dignity, the
only acceptable atonement of which would consist of
a disavowal of the American general, and infliction
upon him of a suitable punishment, for his conduct,”
and this was coupled with a demand for indemnity
for damages, public and private, sustained in consequence of Jackson’s acts. Shortly afterwards negotiations were renewed, and Adams sent to Erving, our
representative at Madrid, one of the most wonderful
State papers ever written, and containing a full statement of the American case.’It began with a narrative of the violation of Spanish neutrality by the English forces in the War of 1814, and recounted each and
every instance of Spanish duplicity. The conduct of
Arbuthnot, Ambrister, Nicholls and the Spanish
1

Letter of John Q. Adams to George W. Erving, U. S. Minister to Spain, Nov. 28, 1818, contained in Instructions to Ministers, Vol. VIII, p. 257. This letter is reprinted as Appendix
C in Fuller, The Purchase of Florida, Cleveland, 1906.
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governors were fully described, and suitable punishment was demanded to be inflicted upon the Spanish
governor of Pensacola and other Spanish officials.
Adams closed his communication with an open threat.
Me stated that if the necessities of self-defense should
again compel the United States to take possession of
the Spanish forts, that another unconditional restoration of them must not be expected. That even the
President’s confidence in the good faith and ultimate justice of the Spanish government would have to
yield to the painful experience of continual disappointment.
This celebrated document is described by Parton,
the historian, as the most flagrant piece of special
pleading to be found in the diplomatic records of the
United States ; but nevertheless it is also true that no
diplomatic paper ever met with greater success. It
silenced the English government; it convinced the
people of the United States ; it also persuaded the
Spanish Council of State that their demands were unfounded.
Diplomatic relations with Spain were resumed and
a treaty was entered into by which the United States
acquired the Florida provinces. And it was John
Quincy Adams that, almost single handed and alone,
conducted these negotiations. Crawford, the Secretary
of the Treasury, was opposed to Jackson and desired
to make him an impossibility for the presidency. Influential members of Congress openly opposed the action of the President; Henry Clay stood ready to
fight any treaty that did not satisfy his peculiar ideas,
and other members of the administration, all playing
for the presidential state, were lukewarm to-ward
Adams’s efforts. Adams records in his diary that as
they were approaching an agreement, the President
was inclined to give up all that remained in the contest; but at last an agreement was reached, and on
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February 22, 1819, Adams and De Onis signed and
sealed the treaty.
No doubt Adams felt that he had performed a
service for his country. It may be interesting to
those who read this article to know how he expressed
himself when his labors had been completed, so we
quote from his famous diary under date of February
22, 1819.
“It was near morning when I closed the day with
ejaculations of fervent gratitude to the Giver of all good. It
was perhaps, the most important day of my life. What the
consequences may be of the compact this day signed with Spain
is known only to the all-wise and all-beneficent Disposer of
events, who has brought it about in a manner utterly unexpected and by means the most extraordinary and unforseen.
Its prospects are propitious and flattering in an eminent degree, May they be realized by the same superintending bounty
that produced them. May no disappointment embitter the hope
which this event warrants us in cherishing, and may its future
influence on the destinies of my country be as extensive and
as favorable as our warmest anticipations can paint. Let no
idle unfounded exultation take possession of my mind, as if I
could ascribe to my own foresight or exertions any portion of
the event, It is the work of an intelligent and all-embracing
cause. May it speed as it has begun, for without a continuation of the blessings already showered down upon it, all that
has been done will be worse than useless and vain.
“The acquisition of the Floridas has long been an object
of earnest desire to this country. The acknowledgment of a
definite line of boundary to the South Sea forms a great epoch
in our history. The first proposal of it in this negotiation was
my own and I trust it is now secured beyond the reach of revocation. It was not even among our claims by the treaty of independence with Great Britain. It was not among our pretensions under the purchase of Louisiana - for that gave us only
the range of the Mississippi and its waters. I first introduced
it in the written proposal of 31st October last, after having discussed it verbally both with De Onis and DeNeuville. It is
the only peculiar and appropriate right acquired by this treaty
in the event of its ratification.”
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The name of Adams is not commemorated in the
State of Florida, although the names of Jackson, Madison, Monroe, and other illustrious statesmen of the
early history of the United States may be found perpetuated in the roll of counties. It is, therefore, suggested that when the Legislature shall create another
county within the limits of this growing commonwealth, it be honored with the name of Adams-a
name it should be proud to bear.
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